
Contemporary 

Challenges of Youth 

Mental Health in Asia 

A full spectrum from illness to wellness 

Marcus Y.L. Chiu 

Department of Social Work,  

Faculty of Arts & Social Sciences 

National University of Singapore 

趙雨龍 副教授 

國立新加坡大學文社科學院 

社會工作學系 



Xi Jinping at NUS: 07 November 2015 



Place your screenshot here 

Erik Erikson’s 

Stages of 

Psychosocial 

Development  
(Erikson, 1959) 

Youth 15-24 

(UN definition) 



Place your screenshot here 

Lawrence 

Kohlberg’s 

Stages of  

Moral 

Development 
(Kohlberg, 1976) 



5 

Adolescent and 

Youth 

• Stage to prepare for 

adulthood 

• Serious mental 

illness more 

devastating in this 

period 



Mental disorders account for a 

large proportion of the disease 

burden in young people in all 

societies. Most mental disorders 

begin during youth (12–24 

years of age), although they are 

often first detected later in life. 

Poor mental health is strongly 

related to other health and 

development concerns in young 

people, notably lower 

educational achievements, 

substance abuse, violence, and 

poor reproductive and sexual 

health.  

Patel et al. 

Mental health of young 

people: a global public-

health challenge 

Lancet,  Volume 369, 

No. 9569, p1302–1313, 

14 April 2007  
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2007 Australian Institute Health & Welfare 

Source: http://www.aihw.gov.au/australias-health/2012/room-for-improvement/ 

 

An Example of Youth-related Mental Health Issues 
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Wellness 

• Adequate bonding and parent-

child relationship 

 

• Adaptability & cohesion of 

family role & relationship 

 

• Social connectedness 

 

• Personal Resilience 

 

• Internal harmony and peace 

 

• Positive meaning for life 
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Maslow’s Hierarchy 

of Needs  

(Maslow, 1950) 



How youth with mental illness 

can be better supported in the 

community 

• Early identification 

 

• Early and better treatment 

 

• Education System 
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Early Identification 

• Professional training for 

teachers, social 

workers, GPs to handle 

common mental issues 

 

• Community mental 

health program 

 

• Grass-root network & 

neighbourhood 
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Early and better 

treatment 

• Accessibility to healthcare 
(McGorry, Bates, Birchwood, 2013) 

• Two-tier system (primary, 

tertiary to reduce stigma) 

• Use of first-line atypical drugs 

• Strong linkage with educational 

settings (returning to school) 

• Strong linkage with vocational 

training 

• From symptom control to 

personal recovery 

 

 



14 

Education system 

• Stress in study (exam-

based, grade-

consciousness) 

 

 Tight timeline, too 

informative, traditional 

mode of pen-paper 

assessment 

 

 Grading curve 

 

 

 

 

 



Challenges 

• How to reduce workload of study? 

 

• How to lessen the nuances of the 

assessment? 

 

• How to convey the message: your grade 

does not reflect all your potentials 



Developing community 

mental health 

Outreaching Anti-drug 

program 

Community 

partnership 



Outreaching 

services by health 

and social care 

personnel  
Intensive direct 

Practice 

• Community mental health 

team, community workers/ 

case managers for 

suspected cases 

 

• Partnership with schools 

 

• Regular contact/ visits with 

vulnerable groups: 

patients 



Anti-drug program 

Intensive direct 

Practice 
• Community mental health 

team, community workers/ 

case managers for 

suspected cases 

 

• Partnership with schools 

 

• Regular contact/ visits with 

vulnerable groups 



Community 

Partnership 

Intensive direct 

Practice 
• Inter-agency collaboration 

between government and 

NGOs 

• Sharing of information in the 

context of personal privacy 

acts 

• Issues of funding and roles 

• Support for innovative and 

evidence-based practice 

(Weisz et al, 2005) 



User participation and 

Positive Psychology 

• Involvement of recovered substance 

abusers 

 

• Society that allows upward social 

mobility 

 

• Healthier youth development; not just of 

personal achievement  
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Involvement of 

recovered substance 

abusers/ patients 

• Make program more real 

and relevant 

• Increase persuasiveness 

• Instill hope 

• Requirement: willing to 

share power with 

 Recovered patients 

 Establishment for peer 

specialists 
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Society that allows 

upward social 

mobility 



23 

Healthier youth 

development not just 

on personal 

achievement 

• General meaning for life 

and self-affirmation 

 

• Needs of other people 

(Internship) 

 

• Needs of the world 

(Altruistic) 
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• Few born with resilience  

 

• Most a manifestation of 

interaction with 

environment 

 

• Resilience can be learned/ 

trained. 

A Note on 

Resilience 
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